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It is with great pleasure that I take this opportunity to deliver the Opening 

Remarks of the LEAD Pan African Session on “Population and Climate 

Change: Towards Climate Compatible Development in Africa”. This 

conference bears witness to LEAD’s commitment towards promoting 

leadership for environment and sustainable development amongst 

young professional Africans. Please allow me, therefore, on behalf of the 

UN to extend my sincere gratitude to LEAD and the entire team for their 

continued support for capacity building and training in this important 

domain.  

Population and climate change 

Let us get to the Theme of the Conference: “Population and Climate 

Change: Towards Climate Compatible Development for Africa”.  

Climate change is no longer simply an environmental issue, but rather a 

development concern. The defining challenge of the 21st century is to 

mitigate and adapt to climate change while sustaining a global 

population of seven billion and counting. We therefore need to have 

greater understanding of how population size, structure and dynamics 

puts pressure on, and is influenced by, climate change.  

The global population just passed 7 billion and will reach 9.3 billion by 

2050, according to the United Nations’ medium estimate. However, the 

populations of most poor countries, which have the hardest time feeding 

and educating their citizens, will more than double between now and 

2050, whilst the population of the Europe will hardly grow at all! 

Malawi is one of 15 global “population and climate change hotspots” 

characterized by a high population growth rate, a projected decline in 

agricultural production, and low resilience to climate change. In Malawi 
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population grew from 3 million in 1950 to 15 million in 2010, and it is 

projected to increase to 50 million by 2050 and to more than 120 million 

by 2100. Malawi’s current population density of 126 people per square 

kilometer is already among the highest in Africa and this may triple by 

2050. It should also be noted that 46% of country’s population is below 

20 years of age, meaning there are many young children to support and 

that population will continue to grow for several generations. If 

Malawians could reduce its population growth, the country’s population 

will stabilize at a lower level and there will be more working-aged adults 

relative to dependent children. This can boost economic growth through 

increased productivity, greater household savings and lower costs for 

basic social services, and puts less pressure on the environment.     

Population pressure and natural resources:  

Environment and natural resources are the main sources of peoples’ 

livelihoods in Malawi, and the backbone of the main productive sectors.  

More than 80% of the population is involved in subsistence agriculture in 

Malawi and around 98% of the population in rural areas is dependent on 

wood fuel for its energy supply. This resulted in the fact that Malawi has 

been observing the highest rate on deforestation in the SADC region at 

2.8 percent per year. 

But there is not only pressure in the rural areas, it must also be 

recognized that Malawi has one of the highest urbanization rate in the 

world, with 5.3% per year. Whilst currently some 16% of the country’s 

population lives in urban areas, this may double to 32% by 2050. If not 

properly planned for this will pose a threat to the surrounding 

environment, for example through waste management and energy 

needs of the urban and peri-urban areas, and will increase poverty. 



4 
 

Rapid population growth, both in rural and urban areas, will therefore 

further exacerbate environmental degradation, with its ensuing economic 

consequences. A groundbreaking study undertaken by the UNDP-UNEP 

Poverty Environment Initiative estimated that unsustainable 

management of natural resources already cost Malawi some 5.3% of its 

GDP, or USD 191 million each year. The largest economic costs result 

from the loss of agricultural productivity as a result of soil degradation. 

But also the deforestation in catchments to supply firewood and 

charcoal, reduced fish catches because of unsustainable fishing, and 

reduced energy generation from hydro-power installations all add to the 

negative economic consequences of unsustainable management of 

natural resources.  

Climate change in Malawi: 

This negative outlook is further compounded by the effects of Climate 

Change. Malawi’s Green House Gases emissions and carbon footprint 

are miniscule as compared to Northern, “developed” countries. 

Nevertheless, Malawi has changed from being a Green House Gas 

absorber to an emitter, which is very unusual for a Least Developed 

Country that is mostly dependent on agriculture. This has mostly been 

the effect of deforestation and land use change.  

Despite not being a part of the cause of global climate change, Malawi is 

bearing a disproportionate burden to the effects. Climate Change 

models project an increase in temperature of around 1 – 3 0C in Malawi 

by 2060. The models around rainfall are less clear, though they 

consistently project increases in the proportion of rainfall that falls in 

heavy events. 
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This will in particular negatively influence agricultural production, food 

security, the availability and quality of water, hydro-power generation, 

health, tourism, etcetera. In addition, in already vulnerable areas the 

incidence of natural disasters due to changing weather patterns will 

become more frequent. For instance, in 2001 only 9 districts were 

classified as flood-prone, which has increased to 14 districts in 2010. 

And due to erratic rains and dry spells, an average of 8% of the 

population is at risk of food insecurity each year. This meant that in the 

last five years on average 900,000 people per year have required food 

or cash assistance, and currently 1.9 million persons being at risk from 

impending food deficits.  

Policy and planning frameworks on population and climate change 

in Malawi:  

Given the strong links between climate change, environment, and 

population dynamics, integrated policy and program responses to 

addressing these challenges offer combined benefits in Malawi. 

Fortunately, there exists strong political will to deal with population and 

climate change in Malawi. For example, the Malawi Growth and 

Development Strategy (MGDS-II) has included management of natural 

resources, environment and climate change as one of the nine Key 

Priority Areas. And the MGDS-II has also included, for the first time, 

population as a stand-alone sub-theme under social development. This 

presents an opportunity for integrating climate change and populations 

issues, and mainstreaming these in other sectors.  

In support of these Government efforts at achieving sustainable 

development, the United Nations Development Assistance Framework 

(UNDAF), for the period 2012-2016 has also prioritized both population 

and climate change management. With support of the UN, the 
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Government is mainstreaming and integrating climate change into 

national development planning and sector programmes under the 

National Climate Change Programme. Under this same programme, a 

Climate Change Policy and Investment Plan are currently being 

developed, which takes into account the climate change–population–

poverty nexus. Also with UN support, the final round of consultations 

around the National Population Policy is being undertaken.  

Conclusions and actions 

We should all therefore take the opportunity in Malawi to inform the 

development of these policies. More importantly, we should influence the 

National Development Planning processes and development partners’ 

support, to include the climate change and population challenges at 

hand. Specifically now, in times of economic hardship and the quest for 

development “fixes” and economic recovery, we should not lose sight of 

the future ahead. If we do not tackle two of the most important 

development issues: Population and Climate Change, we are not 

responsibly forward looking and will not take care of a burgeoning 

population that will have its own aspirations in, literally, a changing 

climate. Bold action is therefore needed, and we should continue 

sounding the alarm bell around this combined development crisis. 

If our generation fails to respond to the climate change and population 

crises, we risk consigning future generations to irreversible risks. But I 

believe we still have a choice. Stabilizing its population combined with 

mitigation of and adaptation to climate change is a must for sustainable 

development in Malawi. This will need the right polices, information, 

resources and will to take up the challenge. This is the time to turn the 

climate and population crisis into a change opportunity for sustainable 

development for all, which is ultimately “The Future We Want” in Malawi. 
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Thank you for your attention, and I wish you successful deliberations 

over the coming few days, and hope you will come up with tangible 

recommendations and plans to address the most important challenge of 

our lifetime. 


